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THE WOOD ROYAL COMMISSION: A CASE STUDY IN THE SLIPPERY SLOPE 
FROM UNETHICAL CONDUCT TO CRIMINAL ACTS 
 
Over the last two and a half decades, corruption in the police service in Australia has 
come under increased official and public scrutiny. Numerous scandals involving police officers 
has caused concerned about the integrity and ethics within the Police Service. In response, we 
have witnessed a number of investigations across Australia which has uncovered hundreds of 
cases of corruption, such as bribery, falsifying evidence and drug trafficking (Wood, 1997).  This 
paper examines the Wood Royal Commission in New South Wales, specifically looking at 
testimony from Trevor Haken. The paper contributes to the existing literature by providing 
insights into the nature of corruption used by police officers in real-life situations, and deepens 
the understanding of the process of corruption.  The findings also contribute to our understanding 
that corruption is not just an individual incident but rather a result of reoccurring incidents that 
are generated by the nature of work, organizational structure and society in relation to corruption 
(Punch, 2010, p. 301). 
 
Corruption/Police Corruption 
Police corruption occurs when an officer knowingly does or does not do something that is 
against his or her duty for some form of financial gain or promise of such a gain (Punch, 2009, p. 
18). Police corruption, cannot just be narrowly described in a dictionary sense, as it takes diverse 
forms and can alter overtime, it is far more complex and too heavily institutionalised to have 
such a legalistic meaning. According to Punch (2009, p.31), corruption relates to: “The abuse of 
office, of power and of trust and manifests itself in many ways but most frequently in consensual 
and exploitive relations with criminals, in discrimination against certain groups, in excessive 
violence and in infringements of the rule of law and due process.”  
Police work in general, provides opportunities for corruption.  All government jobs are 
either ‘wet’ being ideal for corruption because they involve a high degree of discretion, or ‘dry’, 
that is, jobs which have no discretion (Heidenheimer & Johnston, 2002). Also the opportunities 
to enact unethical conduct can vary depending on the organisational structure. For example, a 
uniformed officer on routine duties may have limited opportunities of corruption compared to a 
plainclothes officer who has contact with drug dealers (Barker & Carter, 1991, p. 49).  Most 
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police have wet jobs as they have many opportunities to accept bribes to make particular 
decisions which assist crimes or criminals. The 1972 Knapp Commission in New York described 
two types of police corruption: 
 
Corrupt policemen have been described as falling into two basic categories: 
"meat-eaters" and "grass-eaters." As the names might suggest, meat-eaters are 
those policeman who... aggressively misuse their police powers for personal gain. 
The grass-eaters simply accept the payoffs that the happenstances of police work 
throw their way. Although the meat-eaters get the huge payoffs that make the 
headlines, they represent a small percentage of all corrupt policemen. The truth is 
the vast majority of policeman on the take don't deal in huge amounts of graft. 
And yet, grass-eaters are the heart of the problem. Their great numbers tend to 
make corruption "respectable." They also tend to encourage the code of silence 
that brands anyone who exposes corruption a traitor. (Knapp, 1972, p. 4) 
 
There are four types of corruption that involve proactive rather than reactive acceptance of 
money. At a low level of severity is occupational deviance, when rules are bent to an employee’s 
advantage, at the expense of the organisation. Some examples of this include sleeping on the job, 
pilfering and work avoidance (Punch, 2009, p. 34). Police crimes are crimes committed by police 
officers including process corruption; the manipulation of the justice system, usually to ensure a 
conviction. Most process corruption is noble cause, that is, it is intended to bring about a ‘just’ 
outcome by ensuring an offender is convicted. However, it subverts the justice system by 
removing the opportunity for a fair trial and relying on proof beyond a reasonable doubt as the 
basis of guilt.   
Finally, the most serious forms of police corruption are corruption networks and 
predatory policing, which operate through the social networks between underworld organised 
crime and upper-world actors like politicians and police (Block, 1994; Blok, 1974; McIllwain, 
1999). Corrupt police are upper-world actors selling protection to the underworld (Skaperdas, 
2001). Professional criminals cannot look to the courts and police to protect them from violence 
or to enforce their contracts. They need a hegemon to bring stability to the market; a service the 
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police can provide for a price (Skaperdas, 2001, p. 179). Purveyors of this service are predatory 
police (Gerber & Mendelson, 2008). 
 
Police Culture 
Police corruption can occur through the process of socialisation within a corrupt branch 
and reinforcement and encouragement from peer groups (Barker & Carter, 1991). Most police 
organisations possess the qualities of a subculture (Sewell, 1999, p. 156). Police are socially 
excluded from the community and make friendships within their police agency. This conduct is 
facilitated when a pattern of corrupt behaviour becomes ingrained in a police pattern of 
socialisation (Barker & Carter, 1991, p. 50). The nature of police work  drives police culture 
(Chan, 1999, p. 136). The work is dangerous and the officers are unpopular; stigmatised by 
society and criticised for any real or perceived excessive action. This creates a group-think 
attitude that sets police apart from the rest of society. The central elements of police culture are 
having a sense of mission, solidarity, danger and sacrifice, cynicism, the rule of silence, rough 
justice and just deserts, social isolation, and routinisation (Chan, 1999, p. 99; Punch, 2009, pp. 
36-41). Many of the negative elements arise from the darker underpinnings of police culture and 
practice.  
The police occupational environment places a strong emphasis on solidarity and inclusion 
(Punch, 2009, p. 18). Corruption can flourish in group behaviour that is rooted within established 
practices. Many believe that police corruption is simply caused by a few ‘bad apples’ within an 
organisation. However, Punch (2000) suggests that corruption may initially start with a few 
individuals, but expand as more and more officers become involved due to the ‘want to fit in’ or 
institutional pressures (Porter & Warrender, 2009, p. 81). A police force is like any other 
institution; lifelong friendships are made and ‘brotherhoods’ are formed. These ‘brotherhoods’ 
can be virtually impossible to crack; to an individual the ‘brotherhood’ means everything. It can 
then be presumed that in actual fact “police culture fosters corruption” (Punch, 2009, p. 19). Part 
of this police culture is the code of silence; never informing on other police or even lying for 
another officer (Kleinig, 1996, p. 67). An officer who breaks this code suffers very strong 
informal sanctions such as threats, ostracism, and damage to personal property, malicious 
rumour and even violence (Reiner, 1992, p. 93). The code of silence hinders the reporting of 





Police misconduct is a slippery slope from minor infractions through participation in 
corruption, leading to predatory policing (Dean, Bell & Lauchs, 2010). Corruption breeds 
corruption by providing new opportunities, for example, when an illicit operator knows a police 
officer will take a bribe then they pass the word to others that this officer can be corrupted for 
other purposes. Kleinig (1996, p. 171) was the first to use the term slippery slope; where police 
officers getting caught up in small scale corruption and sliding down the slippery slope into a full 
scale corruption career. According to Punch (2009, 20), the slippery slope begins with relatively 
small deviant acts that may initially be found disturbing (misconduct). But the deviant finds that 
rule breaking becomes easier with each successive act so that he or she slides ineluctably down 
the slope until far more serious forms of deviance become habitual and accepted through 
rationalisation (Dean et al, 2010; Punch, 2009).  The slippery slope begins with small scale 
deviance, for example accepting gratuities (Kleinig, 1996, p. 171). This may seem innocent but it 
can lead to unforeseeable consequences, acting as a gateway into corruption. A corrupt career 
builds through a progression of menial offences until a serious offence is committed (Ruiz & 
Bono, 2004). Thus the slippery slope is a gradual deterioration of social-moral inhibitions 
accompanied by a perceived sense of permissibility for deviant conduct among police (Dean et 
al, 2010).  
 
Trust Networks 
It could be argued that a police agency is also a trust based organisation. Members build 
trust by working together in dangerous and even life-threatening circumstances that weed out the 
untrustworthy. Groups may even develop their own criteria for trust; for example the New South 
Wales CIB mantra was “you never trust a man that doesn’t drink” (Padraic, 2005, p. 19).  As 
noted above, the main motivation for an individual within a police force is to fit in. In a broad 
sense there are very positive features to police culture – loyalty and solidarity that can 
fundamentally provide comforting mutual support. However, it must be noted that these positive 
features can also serve as negative in the sense that they can also become the reasons as to why 
individuals accept, promote and justify deviant behaviours (Punch, 2009). It has long been noted 
that a social setting that an individual is placed in, is a crucial element in their deviant behaviour. 
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In terms of wet and dry professions, most jobs in the police force fall within the wet category, 
which means officers have more opportunities to commit corrupt practices (Dean et al, 2010). 
Due to the fact the officers have many opportunities to commit corruption it is often a 
group/institutional expectation that all officers will participate. The majority of new recruits 
enter the police force as moral and rule-abiding individuals but allow themselves to be persuaded 
by social pressures and end up doing things they would not normally do outside of the group 
(Punch, 2009). Thus, police culture encourages and underpins police corruption.  
In any criminal network there are two key avenues to ensure an individual is successful: 
reputation and brokerage (Lauchs & Staines, 2012). A network member’s reputation is 
determined by group members’ expectations of the person’s future performance based on his or 
her past performance within the criminal network. For instance, the success of a new member of 
a squad may depend on participation in corruption; he will not be trusted unless he can develop a 
reputation for participation in graft and reliability to follow the code of silence. An un-trusted 
member of the squad can suffer marginalisation (Caccioloa, 2009; Jones & Carlson, 2004). With 
the prospect of belonging and gaining a highly regarded reputation and therefore trust from the 
fellow corrupt officers it must be noted how far this viewpoint could potentially push an 
individual into attaining and retaining membership. Essentially, it must be accepted that the 
pressure of fitting in can push someone down the self rationalising slippery slope (Baumeister & 
Leary, 1995; Punch, 2009).  
 
METHODOLOGY 
Data was obtained from the publicly available transcripts of hearings of the Wood Royal 
Commission (Wood, 1997) that related to the initial testimony of Trevor Haken provided on 21-
15 August and 4 September 1995. Additional biographical material was also used (ABC, 2005; 
Padraic, 2005). The researchers read the material on the first reading without preconceptions to 
allow for unanticipated material emerging from the data, in other words a grounded theory 
approach was taken (Noaks & Wincup, 2004). Once the material was gathered it was coded. The 
coding process included developing sensitising concepts derived from the literature to direct the 
classification of material (Patton, 2002). Next open coding was conducted to identify new issues 
that did not appear in the existing literature (Noaks & Wincup, 2004), otherwise known as 
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testing emergent themes (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). Finally, the material was collated into 
groups to formulate arguments and theories concerning the generalisability of findings.  
 
DATA 
Trevor Haken was a corrupt Sydney detective who received immunity from prosecution 
after he blew the whistle on corrupt activity within the NSW Police Force. The transcripts follow 
his career path from a uniformed officer in traffic police, through plain clothes work in 21 
Division and the Kings Cross-Darlinghurst area of Sydney. 
Haken started out just like any other new recruit in the traffic police – he had ambitions 
of going as far as absolutely possible (ABC, 2005). Haken stated that when he joined the police 
force he found it a place where he could bond with other men and where there were a number of 
people he considered his role models. He continued to say it was like a ‘brotherhood’ where 
someone would fit in completely, or they would not fit in at all. He noted during the interview 
that there were very few people in the police force who did not want to fit in and be part of that 
‘brotherhood’ (ABC, 2005).  
His first exposure to corruption was in the traffic police in North Sydney where he 
received kickbacks from tow truck drivers to provide early calls of road accidents. He was 
introduced to the system through “general practice at the traffic branch” (Haken in Wood, 1995, 
p. 11796).  
It wasn't long after I joined the traffic police that I was introduced to the tow truck 
rackets where tow truck operators would pay kickbacks for being notified of 
accidents, and it didn't seem so wrong, really, so I just followed the lead. When 
you start off into corrupt practice, it doesn't take very much to go up the ladder, 
and the further you go up the ladder the more acceptable things become, until you 
reach a point where there’s nothing that isn't acceptable. (ABC, 2005) 
 
Once in 21 Division he noticed that a particular underworld character visited the branch 
on a regular basis: “It was a common belief that Hakim was paying money to the senior police... 
and that arrangements were being made for SP bookmakers to site a patsy...” (Haken inWood, 
1995, p. 11803). Similar arrangements were made with brothels. Once again he saw this as 
normal procedure that was not questioned by his colleagues. Everyone received a share of the 
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funds indirectly as sergeants would pay for drinks and meals at the end of the week (Haken in 
Wood, 1995, p. 11804). His next posting was Chatswood Detectives where he saw no organised 
corruption but a number of opportunistic corrupt acts occurred, such as theft and sale of drugs 
from dealers arrested by the squad (Haken in Wood, 1995, p. 11808).  
He then went to Drug Squad CIB where “corruption in the form of taking money [from 
offenders] was commonplace... The manufacture of false evidence was commonplace, as was the 
placing of drugs on offenders to secure a conviction.” (Haken in Wood, 1995, p. 11817) Haken 
was introduced to the schemes because he already knew one of the officers from a previous 
posting and “I think it was a foregone conclusion that I would be party to whatever activities 
might be going to take place.” (Haken in Wood, 1995, p. 11817) Not only was he aware of the 
corrupt practices in the squad before he arrived through the grapevine, but he was able to 
confirm his suitability to participate through his actions: “...very early in the time I was there, I 
was involved in the arrest of Henry Landini [in which corruption occurred], and that was a 
matter which cemented any doubts which anybody might have had.” (Haken in Wood, 1995, p. 
11818)  
Haken’s next posting was Phillip Street where people “were loath to work” and dealt with 
mundane matter, thus reducing his opportunities for corruption (Wood, 1995, p. 11835). After a 
short stint at the Commonwealth/State Joint Drug Taskforce, Haken went to Central Detectives 
where “the regular daily procedure was that the sergeants [including Haken] would go out for 
lunch or go out drinking and follow whatever they wanted to do.” (Haken in Wood, 1995, p. 
11839). While there Haken participated in opportunistic corruption and was introduced to Mr 
Hing, an associate of George Freeman and Lennie McPherson, by the other detectives. Mr Hing 
made regular payments to the detectives and operated an extortion racket in the Chinese 
community with his compatriots. Hing used his regular appearances with the police to deter the 
victims from making complaints (Wood, 1995, pp. 11850-11853).  
Finally, Haken worked in a number of positions associated with Kings Cross. It was here 
that he became involved in the corruption network known as the Laugh, which involved regular 
payments for protection from drug dealers and strip club owners. The Laugh was restricted to 
sergeants from the branch. Haken was introduced both to the racket and the underworld identities 




I was introduced to the Laugh by John Swan. He told me that there was a laugh in 
that term and he took me to various premises – he and Neville Scullion – where I 
was introduced to people who were paying money. .. The fact that I was a 
sergeant was the primary qualification [for participation in the Laugh], and that 
they were of the opinion that I could be trusted and would accept money. (Haken 




According to Punch (2009) and Kleinig (1996) the ‘slippery slope’ begins with small 
scale deviant acts, however, through self rationalisation and ‘peer pressure’ combined, an 
individual will slide ineluctably down the slope into more serious forms of deviance and/or 
corruption. Essentially, a weak-willed person can easily sercombe to institutional expectations 
and pressure; consequently leading to an individual sliding down the ‘slope’ and rationalising 
their deviant/corrupt actions and behaviours (Punch 2009). Throughout Haken’s interrogation, he 
often related his corruption career to the ‘slippery slope’ metaphor.  As Haken stated in his 
testimony:  
 Q. How was it you, as one apparently idealistic young police officer came to be 
involved, but others were not? Were all asked and some declined, or was there something 
that you did that indicated you were prepared to be involved? 
 A. No, I don't think it was a matter of being asked and agreeing or being asked and 
declining. It was a matter, you either went with the group, as it were, or you didn't. 
 
 Q. And if you wanted to be part of the accepted social scene, so to speak, within the 
police station, you had to do what the group did? Am I misunderstanding you or is that 
what you said? 
 A. No, you're not misunderstanding me. That's basically correct… 
 
A. Again, being "put upon" is probably not fair. It was a situation which existed and to 





 Q. If you had not taken those small and apparently relatively innocent payments, do you 
think you might have kept out of corruption altogether - serious corruption? 
 A. I don't know that that's a question I could answer, Mr Finnane. It may have not 
progressed from one to the other. It may not have. (Haken in Wood, 1995, pp. 14262-
14263) 
 
Haken’s corruption career started with him being introduced to ‘kickbacks’ from tow 
truck drivers, where he could rationalise to himself, that ‘it did not seem too wrong’. Therefore, 
after he could rationalise his behaviour to himself and the combination of more and more corrupt 
activities, it became easy to climb the ladder into full scale corruption. It was noted that once a 
police officer began the slippery slope or the climb up the corruption ladder, there became a 
point when all behaviours became acceptable, nothing was impossible or inaccessible (ABC, 
2005; Punch, 2009). 
When discussing his transition to a plain clothed detective on the streets of Sydney’s 
inner city Haken stated: 
I became involved to the extent of being the bag man, picking up money from 
people who were conducting businesses such as prostitution, nightclubs, gambling 
clubs, drug dealers. I was involved in stealing money, verballing people, giving 
false evidence, gutting briefs, which is removing information from briefs to allow 
people to be exonerated. (ABC, 2005) 
 
Trust Networks 
When a cop becomes a plain clothed detective on Kings Cross, especially, it opens a 
whole new world of corruption, accessibility and opportunity to perform deviant and corrupt acts 
(Punch, 2009, p. 36). Once in the ‘trust circle’ and once an individual is bonded to a particular 
group, the spiral into meeting other corrupt circles, key leaders and leaders of organised crime 
begins. Haken indicated that within the force there was often ‘peer pressure’ to do certain things 
and act certain ways: “One of the first sayings I can recall being told in the police was that you 
never trust a man who doesn't drink. And those who didn't drink were virtually ostracized”. 
(ABC, 2005) Haken was often known as a drunk or known to his fellow corrupt officers as 
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someone who fit the stereotype of someone you could trust due to his drinking habits. He was at 
pains to point  out that his drinking was “probably no heavier than many others” (Haken in 
Wood, 1995, p. 14383) 
This networking expands an individual’s ‘corrupt’ reputation which in turn promotes 
their ability to be trusted and once known ‘to be on the take’, their reputation will eventually 
enable them to be a ‘reliable’ officer within the underworld (Dean et al, 2010). The ability to do 
so will depict whether a minor misconduct career turns into a full scale corruption career (Punch, 
2009, p. 36). It is essential for a new cop entering the underworld to gain the trust of the 
criminals. A new cop basically wants to become the ‘go-to man’ for all dealings with law 
enforcement. To do so the new cop must follow all instructions and do everything possible to 
ensure their ‘corrupt reputation’ stay intact and vice versa for the criminals; they too must uphold 
their ‘trustworthiness’ (Lauchs & Staines, 2012).  
This networking is highlighted by a successful dealing between Haken and Christopher 
John Purcell, which enhanced both parties’ criminal reputations. Purcell was arrested in company 
with a female and offered Haken and his partner Ragen, $1000 if they would change the facts 
and state only himself was involved, not his female associate. Haken and Ragen agreed to the 
dealings and as promised they received $1000 for their help. In this particular case, Haken would 
most likely do dealings with Purcell again due to the knowledge that the money would 
eventually be paid. As a result of the successful dealing, Purcell, spoke highly of Haken and 
therefore, increase Haken’s ‘corrupt and trustworthy reputation’ within the trust networks 
(Wood, 1995, pp. 11844-11845). 
 
Institutional Environment            
Punch (2009) places a strong emphasis on the actual police force fostering corruption. He 
places the blame on the institutional environment, where the pressure of ‘feeling included’ is felt 
by all. The ‘brotherhoods’ formed can be virtually impossible to crack, due to the operation of 
the ‘code of silence’. Therefore, as stated by (Dean, et al, 2010), policing itself has its own 
unique culture which in the majority of circumstances hinders the institutional reporting of 
misconduct and/or corruption.  
Relating this to Haken’s case, he often confirmed throughout various interviews, that 
during his entire career, he found the police force was a ‘cliquey’ institution to be a part of. He 
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stated that the force was exactly like a ‘brotherhood’, where someone would fit in completely or 
they would not fit in at all. There were very few people who did not want to fit into the 
‘brotherhood’(ABC, 2005). Haken also disclosed the fact that there was immense pressure to do 
certain things and act certain ways within the brotherhood. The pressure of needing to fit in, led 
Haken and others alike, to drink often, participate in corrupt activities and virtually divorce their 
families in favour of the brotherhood. If someone was not to involve themselves in the 
‘brotherhood’ and the activities contributing, these people were virtually ostracised (Wood, 
1995, pp. 9587, 9786 & 9889).   
Haken often noted that within the police force there were often people that were 
considered role models, therefore, it was an easy decision as to whether an individual would 
participate in the groups corrupt practices. Through the trust network of the ‘brotherhood’, an 
individual cop, like Haken, would be introduced to people further entrenched in the criminal 
underworld, to also gain their trust. Essentially, gaining the trust of the criminals, underpinned 
the success of an individual’s corruption career (ABC, 2005). 
Trust and loyalty within a police brotherhood network is noted as being the highest 
honour; you must always have your brother’s back (Punch, 2009, p. 18). A major motivation for 
a police officer to participate in corrupt practices is surrounded by wanting or craving that 
feeling of fitting in or belonging; the constant want or need to have friends (Punch, 2009, p. 19). 
With the potential prospect of fitting in it must be established as to how far this brotherhood 
culture or mindset could push ‘a weak-willed’ individual down a self-rationalising slippery 
slope. To gain the trust of the network an individual cop will abide by the code of silence and 
will consistently engage in deviance and essentially become a ‘puppet’ as a condition of that 
acceptance (Punch, 2009, p. 20).  
 
Conclusion 
Corruption is not a new phenomenon; it has been around since the introduction of 
policing. Although this paper investigated police corruption in New South Wales; police 
corruption is apparent worldwide. This paper provided insights into the nature of police 
corruption as well as the process or ‘slippery slope’ corrupt officers go through. This paper also 
contributed to the existing literature by providing knowledge into the types of corruption used by 
police officers in real-life situations, and deepening understanding of how corruption emerges 
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and why. It specifically confirms the literature on slippery slope arguments about police 
corruption and the role of trust in building a corrupt career. Haken’s career in the police is a 
‘textbook’ example of an officer falling into corruption through peer pressure, extending his 
corrupt activity through the same pressure, and being accepted into new corrupt networks via his 
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